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Intro: our scripture reading from Matthew is a continuation of the Sermon on the Mount, the text that was
expounded on so well by our youth Sunday preachers last week. This week we continue with the second half of the
beatitudes. Reminding us that the Christian community exists in the world in order to be salt and light and leaven, to
become more than
Matthew 5:13-20
B “You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for
anything but is thrown out and trampled under foot.
4 “You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. ** People do not light a lamp and put it under the
bushel basket; rather, they put it on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. ' In the same way, let your
light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.
7“Do not think that T have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill. *® For
truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter,*l not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law
until all is accomplished. ' Therefore, whoever breaks" one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to
do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches them will be called
great in the kingdom of heaven. 2 For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees,
you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are the poor in spirit, blessed are the weak, blessed are the hungry, the dependent, those who have to ask
for help. You don’t really believe that do you? We believe that only the strong survive, that to quote Ricky Bobby from
Talladega Nights, ‘if you ain’t first, you're last.” We don’t believe the merciful are blessed, we believe that admitting error

makes us look weak; instead deny everything, never admit defeat, and hit back harder. Russell Moore, former head of
policy for the Southern Baptist Convention and editor of Christianity Today, shared this about the Sermon on the
Mount several years ago: “Multiple pastors tell me, essentially, the same story about quoting the Sermon on the
Mount, parenthetically, in their preaching — ‘turn the other cheek’ — (and) to have someone come up after to say,
‘Where did you get those liberal talking points?” And what was alarming to me is that in most of these scenarios, when
the pastor would say, ‘I'm literally quoting Jesus Christ, the response would not be, ‘I apologize.” The response would
be, ‘Yes, but that doesn’t work anymore. That’s weak.”

Has it ever worked? Has it ever been popular? After all, some may think the Sermon on the Mount sounds like
liberal talking points, but social justice warriors don’t want to be seen as weak or conciliatory or peacemakers, either.
Why not just make church less about trying to be the salt of the earth and more about giving people what they want.
Keep the religious customers satisfied. Mirror the culture wars and give everyone the talking points from CNN or
FoxNews and try to keep up with the collective outrage each week. Or just turn our faith into an inner private
religious experience that has nothing to do with anyone else and is content to do spiritual navel gazing a mile wide
and an inch deep. I am sorry Jesus, I can’t be bothered by blessing the weak or poor in spirit while T am pursuing my

best self. The beatitudes are for suckers. I'll get to that after I attain inner peace.


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%205%3A13-20&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-23253a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%205%3A13-20&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-23254b

But Jesus’ vision of humanity fully alive articulated here in Matthew is the counterintuitive notion that we find
inner peace, not through deeper self-exploration, but by self-forgetfully seeing the needs of others, experiencing our
own wants and hungers and dependence, and offering grace to people who do not deserve it. The Christian
community, Archbishop of Canterbury William Temple reminds us, is the only organization that does not exist
primarily for the sake of its members. It exists to serve others. It exists for the world. It exists to be salt to enrich the
world with the gospel of Jesus Christ and to offer the world a community that seeks to fashion its life by his humanity.
As we say in confession, in Christ we are a new creation, the old life is gone and a new life has begun. Only that in us
that corresponds to the faith, hope, and love of Jesus Christ remains; all else is done away with. To be salt of the earth
is to try and reflect the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit, when
we would prefer more glamorous, powerful, and seductive pursuits. Salt of the earth is all fun and games until it costs
us something or until it calls us to a different humanity than that our world rewards.

Last week, after 22 years, columnist David Brooks wrote his last opinion column in the New York Times. In his
farewell column, Brooks worried that the role models we aspire to in American culture primarily come from politics,
business, technology, and I would add sports. But in those success stories that we aspire to, he believes that
fundamental questions of life are not really addressed in those pursuits. Questions like ‘hoe do you become a better
person? How do you find meaning and purpose in your life? Or is there more to making a life than making a living.
Brooks worries that we are living in an age that reduces life and humanity to raw power, force, bullying, and cruelty,
and that the parts of our civic life that ‘lift the spirit, nurture empathy, and orient the soul now play a diminished role
in national life: religious devotion, theology, literature, art, history, philosophy.” Brooks assessment of our symptoms
as a culture are that we have ‘widened personal freedom but utterly failed to help people answer the question of what
that freedom is for.™

Meanwhile, Jesus believes what makes us truly human is the life together we share in Christian community, the
activity of receiving Word and sacrament, and the ways that worship and singing God’s praises and attending to the
needs of others makes us human. God became a human not to get us out of sin jail or to bestow on us a heavenly
reward, God became a human being in Christ so that we might become human ourselves, and not reduce and destroy
humanity to our lowest common denominator. The beatitudes tell us that Christ’s humanity has already blessed the

poor in spirit, Christ’s humanity has already, blessed those who mourn, Christ’s humanity has already blessed the
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meek and the weak and the dependent, Christ has restored humanity by these blessings, and Christ has gifted us with
this humanity and thisway of being in the world, so why in the world would we prefer a different humanity. David
Brooks continues: ‘altruism, generosity, honor, integrity, and hospitality’ are being abandoned in preference to
selfishness, egoism, and the lust for power. So why pretend anymore. And why be shocked when our unbridled animal
urges reduce other human beings to animals as well.

You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its saltiness it is no longer good for anything. It is possible to be a
successful church that keeps the religious customers satisfied, that whittles down the gospel of Jesus Christ to
something more manageable or easy or less compelling, a church that offers nothing more than cable network talking
points, a people who shrug our shoulders at the degradation of human beings, as long as we are comfortably insulated
from the world’s miseries. It is possible to keep the machinery whirring along, but to lose our soul, to lose our purpose,
to lose our humanity.

Recently, I read a quotation from the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle who in speaking about the laws of
nature, thanked Fortune for three things: first, that I am a human and not a beast; second, that I am a man and not a
woman; third, that I am a Greek and not a barbarian.” Contrast Aristotle’s view of humanity with the apostle Paul’s,
who tells the Colossian Christians that in Jesus Christ there is no longer Greek and Jew, no longer circumcised and
uncircumcised, no longer barbarian, Scythian, and slave, but Christ is all and in all” (Col 3:11). In Jesus Christ we
already are a different kind of humanity. Why settle for something less salty?

Theologians Stanley Hauerwas and Will Willimon write: ‘imagine a sermon that begins, ‘blessed are you poor.
Blessed are those of you who are hungry. Blessed are those of you who are unemployed. Blessed are those going
through marital strife. Blessed are those who are terminally ill.” Wait, what? Aren’t the sick and unemployed and the
less than perfect treated as an embarrassment or something to be put out of sight? Aren’t the winners and life
successes blest and everyone else outside divine favor? The preacher responds: T'm sorry. I should have been more
clear. T am not talking about the way of the world’s kingdom. I am talking about God’s kingdom. In God’s kingdom,
the poor are royalty, the sick are blessed, the weak are given worth. I was trying to get you to see something other
than that to which you have become accustomed.” I was trying to get you to see that you are salt. Don’t settle for

anything less.



